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ABSTRACT

THE USE OF CLITIC PRONOUNS AND CLITIC CLIMBING BY INTERMEDIATE-LEVEL
LEARNERS

Ryan Royer, MA
Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures
Northern Illinois University, 2017
Dr. Karen Lichtman, Director
Clitic pronouns, such as ‘lo tengo’ [I have it], create difficulties for English speakers who
learn Spanish as a second language. English places clitic pronouns after verbs (enclisis), but
Spanish requires them before conjugated verbs (proclisis) in simple structures. In complex
structures, such as ‘lo quiero tener/quiero tenerlo’ [I want to have it], Spanish has two
possibilities: both proclisis (or clitic climbing) and enlisis are correct. The preferences of Spanish
speakers regarding clitic climbing have been well studied. Enclisis is more prevalent in writing
while proclisis is more common in speech (56% clitic climbing in speech, 23% in writing;
Davies, 1995). Previous studies focused on native speakers and advanced bilinguals. This study
investigates the use of clitic pronouns by English speakers who are intermediate-level Spanish
learners.
Twenty-three students at an American high school participated in three tasks to assess
their use of clitic pronouns and their preferences for clitic placement: a written, free-response
sample from the standardized AAPPL test, an oral picture-elicitation task, and a written
acceptability-preference task.
The written acceptance-preference task demonstrated that the students understood the
placement of the clitics. They preferred enclisis 70% more than proclisis (29%) in complex

structures, which follows the tendencies of native speakers. In the written, free-response sample,
the students also used enclisis (75%) more than proclisis (25%), again like natives. In the
picture-elicitation task, students often avoided clitics by using full nouns. Unlike the native
speakers in spoken contexts, they continued to prefer enclisis (83%) more than proclisis (only
17%). The present tense produced the most correct use of clitics. Students with a higher score on
the AAPPL test used clitic pronouns more and had a stronger preference for enclisis.
The results show that learners are more likely to use clitics and to follow native
preferences in written tasks than oral ones. It is possible that students need more oral input that
uses proclisis. In sum, these results demonstrate that task, tense, modality, and proficiency can
facilitate or harm the use of clitic pronouns for students.

RESUMEN

EL USO DE PRONOMBRES CLÍTICOS Y EL ASCENSO DE CLÍTICO POR LOS
ALUMNOS DE NIVEL INTERMEDIO

Ryan Royer, MA
Departamento de Lenguas y Literaturas Extranjeras
Universidad del Norte de Illinois, 2017
Dra. Karen Lichtman, Directora
Los pronombres clíticos, como ‘lo tengo’ [I have it] crean dificultades para los
angloparlantes que aprenden español como segunda lengua. El inglés coloca los pronombres
clíticos después de los verbos (la enclisis), pero el español los requiere antes de los verbos
conjugados (la proclisis) en estructuras simples. En las estructuras complejas, como ‘lo quiero
tener/quiero tenerlo,’ [I want to have it] el español tiene dos posibilidades: la proclisis (o el
ascenso de clítico) y la enclisis son correctas. Las preferencias de los hispanohablantes en cuanto
al ascenso de clítico se han estudiado bien. La enclisis es más prevalente en la escritura mientras
que la proclisis es más común en el habla (56% ascenso de clítico en la habla; 23% en la
escritura; Davies, 1995). Los estudios previos se centraron en los hablantes nativos y los
bilingües avanzados. Este estudio investiga el uso de pronombres clíticos por los angloparlantes
que son aprendices de español de nivel intermedio.
Veintitrés estudiantes en un instituto americano participaron en tres tareas para evaluar su
uso de pronombres clíticos y sus preferencias para la colocación de los clíticos: una muestra
escrita de respuesta libre del examen estandarizado AAPPL, una tarea de producción oral con
fotos, y una tarea escrita de aceptabilidad-preferencia.

La tarea escrita de aceptabilidad-preferencia demostró que los estudiantes entendieron la
colocación de los clíticos. Prefirieron la enclisis (70%) más que la proclisis (29%) en estructuras
complejas, lo cual sigue las tendencias de los hablantes nativos. En la muestra escrita de
respuesta libre, los estudiantes también usaron la enclisis (75%) más que la proclisis (25%), otra
vez como los nativos. En la tarea de producción oral con fotos, los estudiantes frecuentemente
evitaron los clíticos por usar los sustantivos completos. A diferencia de los hablantes nativos en
los contextos orales, siguieron prefiriendo la enclisis (83%) más que la proclisis (solo 17%). El
tiempo presente produjo el uso de clíticos más correcto. Los estudiantes con una calificación más
alta en el examen AAPPL usaron los pronombres clíticos más y tenían una preferencia más
fuertes por la enclisis.
Los resultados demuestran que los aprendices son más propensos a usar los clíticos y a
seguir las preferencias de los nativos en las tareas escritas que las orales. Es posible que los
estudiantes necesiten más input oral que usa la proclisis. En total, estos resultados demuestran
que la tarea, el tiempo, el registro, y la competencia puede facilitar o dañar el uso de pronombres
clíticos para los estudiantes.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

Spanish clitic pronouns, including the direct object pronouns and the indirect
object pronouns, replace verbal complements. English calls for the placement of
pronouns after the finite verb: ‘I have it’ while Spanish calls for the object pronoun to
precede the finite verb: ‘Lo tengo.’ The placement of clitics can be referred to as either
proclitic, or the placement of the clitic pronoun before the verbs, as in: lo quiero
comprar, or enclitic which refers to the clitic pronoun following an infinitive, as in:
quiero comprarlo. The former is called clitic climbing (Rizzi, 1982). Clitic climbing is
the process of enclitic pronouns separating from the host verb (that with which the clitic
has a semantic relationship) to precede another modal or auxiliary verb, such as haber Lo he hecho. The use of clitic strings is also permitted in Spanish - me la quiere
dar/quiere dármela - with the direct object pronoun following the indirect object pronoun
(Pineda & Meza, 2005).
How are clitic pronouns learned in the classroom? Students of Spanish (L2
learners) will learn what clitics are and how to use them at varying stages in second
language acquisition. In comparing eleven textbooks, Quirk (2002) found that direct
object pronouns, indirect object pronouns, and reflexive pronouns are scattered across
several chapters. In the Glenbard District 87 curriculum, where I teach, this is also the
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case. Students are exposed to direct object pronouns in the first year of Spanish. In the
second year, they address both direct and indirect object pronouns. In the third year, they
revisit pronouns, learn double object pronouns, and then learn their obligatory enclitic
position when used with commands.
The contrast between the placement of clitics in Spanish and English complicates
this learning process even more. A clitic pronoun used with one finite verb is restricted to
being placed before the verb - lo compro [I buy it] - while, with complex verb structures,
such as the use of modal verbs or the progressive tense, there are options of enclitic
placement - quiero comprarlo [I want to buy it] or estoy comprándolo [I am buying it] and proclitic placement - lo quiero comprar [I want to buy it] or lo estoy comprando [I
am buying it]. English syntax, on the other hand, calls for the clitic to appear after the
verb regardless of verb structure: ‘I buy it,’ ‘I want to buy it,’ or ‘I am buying it.’
Many studies have investigated the process of clitic climbing. Research shows
that enclisis is the popular choice for the written modality, while proclisis is more
prevalent in the spoken modality. Davies (1995) found that, on average, clitic climbing in
natives occurred 56% of the time in the spoken samples and 23% of the time in written
samples. No studies have looked at length at intermediate-level learners as this study
intends to. This project will analyze the use of clitic pronouns by third level honors
students of Spanish using several different tasks, investigating when students of this
ability level use clitic pronouns and, if they do, what preferences they have in terms of
proclisis and enclisis.
Chapter 2 of this project will discuss the previous theory and research on clitic
pronouns, clitic climbing, L2 acquisition of syntax and clitic pronouns, optionality, and
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tense acquisition. Next, chapter 3 will explain the methodology of the study. Afterwards,
chapter 4 will present the results. Chapter 5 will analyze the results and draw conclusions.
Finally, chapter 6 will reflect back on the study. This work hopes to contribute to the
previous studies by using their models successfully and combining elements of each with
a new focus on language students at the high school level. Finally, the conclusions drawn
will hopefully provide insight to teachers on how students use clitics, which may help
them teach the use of clitic pronouns.
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Chapter 2

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction
The word clitic, coming from the Greek word for ‘leaning,’ refers to a part of
speech that is dependent on a host (Crystal, 1980). A pronoun, by definition, replaces a
noun. A clitic pronoun, therefore, is a complement to a host verb that is not a full object
noun: in the sentence ‘I have it,’ the object pronoun ‘it’ depends on the verb ‘have’ and
has replaced a singular noun.
The acquisition of clitic pronouns has been studied at length. The type of
instruction, whether it is in a natural, immersion setting or in a classroom, can affect how
L2 learners become proficient in the use of clitic pronouns (D’Amico, 2013). The
contrasts between the English and Spanish systems of object pronouns can cause
difficulties for learners. The fact that there are two options for pronoun placement in
complex structures (proclisis and enclisis) in Spanish is another concept that L2 Spanish
learners must learn (Thomas, 2012). In this chapter, I will explain the system of clitic
pronouns in English and Spanish, clitic climbing, L2 acquisition of clitic pronouns and
optionality for clitic pronoun placement, L2 acquisition of tenses, and finally the
methodology and results of relevant research studies on the topic.

5
Clitic Pronouns
Clitic Pronouns in English
Clitic pronouns exist in the English language and are classified as direct, indirect,
and reflexive pronouns, like Spanish clitics. Nonetheless, Hill, Mayberry, and
Baranowski (2014) affirm that unlike Spanish, English “direct and indirect object
pronouns are identical in form” (shown in Table 1). Hill et al. distinguish singular vs.
plural clitic pronouns, 1st, 2nd, and 3rd person clitic pronouns, and animacy in the 3rd
person singular clitic pronoun.

Table 1
English Clitic Pronouns
Clitic Pronoun
Direct Object Pronouns

Indirect Object Pronouns

Reflexive Pronouns

Singular
Me
You
Him / Her / It

Plural
Us
You
Them

Me
You
Him / Her / It

Us
You
Them

Myself
Yourself
Himself / Herself / Itself

Ourselves
Yourselves
Themselves

English objects and clitic pronouns always follow the verb, which is known as
enclisis (see Example (1) below). Additionally they, “show variance in their respective
treatments” (Hill et al., 2014) regarding the use of two clitic pronouns - the order of clitic
pronouns is flexible, and the indirect pronoun will be accompanied by the preposition
‘to/for’ when it follows the direct object pronoun, as shown in Example (1c) and (1d).
Table 2 shows the glossing symbols used in all subsequent Examples:
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Table 2
Glossing Symbols
Glossing Symbol
S
V
ART
HV
MV
CV
DOP
IOP
RP
PREP
PART
*
(1)

a.

b.

c.

d.

Meaning
Subject
Verb
Article
Host Verb
Modal Verb
Causative Verb
Direct Object Pronoun
Indirect Object Pronoun
Reflexive Pronoun
Preposition
Particle
Ungrammatical
I

give

it

to

him.

S

HV

DOP PREP IOP

I

give

him

it.

S

HV

IOP

DOP

I

give

them to

S

HV

DOP PREP IOP

I

give

them them.

S

HV

IOP

them.

DOP

There is a distinction in the 3rd person singular direct object pronoun to identify
animacy of singular objects, demonstrated in (1a) and (1b), but not in the plural,
demonstrated in (1c) and (1d). Many similarities are seen when comparing the English
system of clitic pronouns with that of Spanish, but, since English always uses enclisis,
there are also multiple contrasts with the clitic pronoun system in Spanish.
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Clitic Pronouns in Spanish
As in English, Spanish clitic pronouns are commonly organized by type of
pronoun, be it the direct object, indirect object, or reflexive, and also then by their
morphological characteristics, gender and number, illustrated in Table 3 (Hill et al.,
2014). Spanish, unlike English, does not have distinctive singular third person clitic
pronouns for animate objects - ‘lo’ can mean ‘him’ or ‘it.’ Nonetheless, Spanish plural
third person clitic pronouns do distinguish gender while English does not - ‘los’ and ‘las’
both mean ‘them’ in English. Because Spanish has the formal ‘you,’ be it ‘usted’ or
‘ustedes,’ ‘lo,’ for example, could refer to someone directly.

Table 3
Spanish Clitic Pronouns
Clitic Pronoun

Singular
Me
Te
Lo / La

Plural
Nos
Os
Los / Las

Indirect Object Pronouns

Me
Te
Le

Nos
Os
Les

Reflexive Pronouns

Me
Te
Se

Nos
Os
Se

Direct Object Pronouns

Clitic pronouns must appear in certain syntactic positions. Pineda and Meza
(2005) note that finite verbs always require proclisis, which is the placement of the clitic
pronoun before the finite verb (Lo tengo ‘I have it’), while infinitives, gerunds and
affirmative imperatives also allow enclisis (quiero tenerlo ‘I want to have it’).
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Clitic strings are also permitted in Romance languages, meaning that up to two
clitic pronouns can be used in succession, described by López (2008) as an “indivisible,
fairly rigid string,” shown in Example (2). The indirect object pronoun (or the reflexive
pronoun) always precedes the direct object pronoun (2a, 2b, 2e), and they cannot be
separated by the subject (2c-2d):
(2)

a.

Me

lo

IOP

DOP HV

to me it

debes.

You owe

You owe it to me.
b.

*Lo

me

DOP IOP
it

debes.
HV

to me You owe

You owe it to me.
c.

Tú

me

lo

debes.

S

IOP

DOP HV

You

to me it

owe

You owe it to me.
d.

*Me tú

lo

IOP

DOP HV

S

to me You

it

debes.

owe

You owe it to me.
e.

Ella

se

lo

pone.

S

RP

DOP HV

9
She

on herself

it

puts

She puts it on herself.
The above examples are of course demonstrating proclisis (the pronouns precede
the verb), because the sentences use single, finite verbs.
It is worth mentioning that in past centuries that there were differences in the
placement of pronouns. It was stylistically acceptable to use enclisis with finite verbs in
literature. The examples that follow all show the clitic se in the enclitic position on finite
verbs. In chapter I of Don Quijote, Cervantes writes, “perdía el pobre caballero el juicio
y desvelábase por entenderlas" [the poor gentleman was losing his mind and was
keeping himself awake to understand them] (Quirk, 2002). Other examples of this are
seen more recently, as when Valle-Inclán wrote sentences such as “quierense desde hace
muchos años” [They have loved each other for many years] or the formulaic literary
phrase “érase una vez” [once upon a time] (Quirk, 2002). Additionally, mesoclisis has
been found in medieval Spanish in future tense constructions, but the clitic pronoun is
found within the verb instead of between a modal/auxiliary verb and an infinitive/gerund
(e.g. ‘tornar-m-é’ [I shall return]) (Lazar, 1963). Both of these exceptions to the rule are
dated or stylistic and will not factor into the study of contemporary, colloquial Spanish.
Clitic Climbing
In Spanish sentences with a complex structure, meaning that more than one verb
is used, both enclisis and proclisis are grammatical. Proclisis in these structures is
theorized to be a result of a process known as clitic climbing. Rizzi (1982) and Roberts
(1997) explain a class of verbs that restructure to allow the clitic to separate from the host
verb and “climb” to the front. These are modal verbs (quiero comer [I want to eat]) or
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auxiliary verbs (he comido [I have eaten]), and they create the possibility for both
proclisis, shown in (3a) below, and enclisis, shown in (3b) below. Mesoclisis, or the
placement of the clitic pronoun before the infinite host verb but after the finite modal or
auxiliary verb shown in (3c) below, is not allowed in Spanish.
(3)

a.

Lo

quiero

comprar.

DOP MV

HV

it

to buy

I want

I want to buy it.
b.

Quiero

comprar

-lo.

MV

HV

DOP

I want

to buy

it

I want to buy it.
c.

*Quiero

lo

comprar.

MV

DOP HV

I want

it

to buy

I want to buy it.
Mesoclisis is, however, required in certain Romance languages like French
(Duffield and White, 1999), shown in (3d):
d.

Marie veut

l’-

S

DOP HV

MV

Mary wants it
Mary wants to buy it.

acheter.

to buy
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Certain modal verb structures, such as those that have certain prepositions or
particles (a or que, to name a few) can allow clitic climbing as well. (López, 2008),
shown in (3e-h):
e.

Tengo que
MV

comprar

PART HV

I have

-lo.
DOP

to buy

it

I have to buy it.
f.

Lo

tengo que

DOP MV
it

comprar.

PART HV

I have

to buy

I have to buy it.
g.

Voy

a

comprar

-lo.

MV

PART HV

DOP

I am going

to buy

it

I am going to buy it.
h.

Lo

voy

a

DOP MV
it

comprar.

PART HV

I am going

to buy

I am going to buy it.
Clitic climbing is not allowed with all prepositions, nonetheless (López 2008):
j.

Cuento

con

leer

MV

PREP HV

DOP

I count

on

it

reading

-lo.
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I count on reading it.
k.

*Lo

cuento

con

leer.

DOP MV

PREP HV

it

on

I count

reading

I count on reading it.
Rivas (1977) discusses how causative verb structures retain the proclitic
placement, something different than clitic climbing:
j.

Te

hago

hablar.

DOP CV

V

you

talk

I make

I make you talk.
k.

*Hago

hablar -te.

CV

V

DOP

I make

talk

you

I make you talk.
In summary, clitic climbing is a process where a clitic pronoun separates from the
host verb, though it must occur in specific structures and will not always be grammatical
if, for instance, a certain preposition or modal verb is used.
L2 Acquisition of Clitic Pronouns
In her work, D’Amico (2013) discusses the issues in acquisition of clitic pronouns
for L2 learners. She cites the strong connection between form and meaning (gendered
nouns in Spanish do not exist in English; ‘it’ can translate as both ‘lo’ and ‘la.’) as well
as syntax (proclitic placement) to be contributing factors to this. L2 learners of Spanish
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typically receive direct, formal instruction on clitic pronouns in each of their years of
Spanish class, though oftentimes all clitics will not be taught simultaneously. There is
much debate on the best approach to teaching this grammar concept. Three distinct
teaching approaches D’Amico (2013) investigates are Focus on Meaning (Long &
Robinson, 1998; Omaggio Hadley, 2001; Howatt, 1987), in which learners acquire
language through comprehensible input rather than through formal study of grammar, the
Focus on Form approach (Long & Robinson, 1998; Doughty & Williams, 1998), which
concentrates on instruction and then corrective feedback during interaction as it happens,
and the Focus on FormS approach (Long, 1997; Sheen, 2005), which is a more traditional
approach that centers around formal grammar instruction and then drill and practice. In
her study on direct object pronouns, D’Amico (2013) found that none of these approaches
significantly improved the use of direct objects by the 51 participants of her study, who
had studied Spanish for three years at the time of the study. This further confirms the
difficulty of the grammatical concept; as D’Amico states, “clitics have a high level of
difficulty for second language learners not only at the beginning levels but also at
advanced levels.”
Syntax and Optionality in Spanish
As English only allows enclitic placement, while Spanish requires proclitic
placement in simple structures and has the option of both proclitic and enclitic placement
in complex structures, L2 Spanish speakers must learn first that proclisis exists in
Spanish, and then when it is required and when it is optional. VanPatten (1984) discusses
initial issues that native English speakers who are L2 learners of Spanish have, including
the First Noun Strategy. When students interpret a sentence with a leading clitic pronoun
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and a dropped subject pronoun, shown in Example (4), they may let English syntax
interference cause the clitic pronoun ‘lo’ to be interpreted as the subject ‘he’ and the
actual subject ‘la chica’ to be interpreted as the object, resulting in the sentence being
incorrectly understood as ‘he visits the girl.’ (D’Amico 2013).
(4)

a.

Lo

visita la

DOP V
Him

chica.

ART S

visits the

girl

The girl visits him.
Once a student in our curriculum learns to accept and master proclisis, enclisis is
reintroduced as an option in complex structures, as discussed before. There are then two
options for the students to choose placement of clitic pronouns in complex structures.
English syntax resembles the enclitic option, so it may be more natural for them to
produce enclisis here. However, in the written modality, enclitic placement can result in
the need for accent marks. For example, enclitic placement of clitic strings (quiero
comprártelo [I want to buy you it]) and enclitic placement in the present progressive
(Estoy comprándolo [I am buying it]) require accents on the tonic syllable, another
concept that students must master to correctly use enclisis.
Tense Acquisition
Another difficult grammatical concept, tense variation, may affect the use of clitic
pronouns. Learners have limited cognitive resources and must attend to multiple aspects
of language at the same time. As students manipulate verbs into simple and complex
structures and into different tenses, the ability to also simultaneously work with clitic
pronouns may be affected because the syntax of clitic pronouns is dependent on the host
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verbs. Salaberry (2001) extensively analyzes how L1 English learners of Spanish learn
past tense morphology, including the pattern of acquisition and how instruction affects
acquisition.. He found that beginning students were not capable of marking past tense in
verb phrases all the time, and that more advanced students used only the preterite to mark
the past tense instead of successfully and simultaneously using the imperfect.
Participants in the present study learn the conjugations of the preterite tense based
on direct instruction of the morphological changes rather than in immersion settings. The
participants’ course sequence is typical of most intermediate-level L2 learners. Students
only receive formal instruction on the present tense in Spanish 1. The present tense is
revisited in Spanish 2, where students then learn the preterite, imperfect, and present
progressive tenses in the first semester. The addition of new tenses can be troublesome
for students. Rodríguez’s (2003) study used elicitation techniques to test intermediatelevel students learning the preterite tense. The study provided evidence of the high rate of
mistakes made while forming this tense. These learners, having already learned the
present tense, made errors in 59% of instances of production of the preterite tense.
“Tutored learners,” like our participants and other students who learn tenses sequentially,
may have large discrepancies in attainment of different tenses, especially the troublesome
preterite and imperfect tenses. Overall, the lack of proficiency that students have in tense
variation may create compounded difficulties when students are also asked to use clitic
pronouns, possibly leading to more or different mistakes. The present study will look at
tense variation as a variable and how it affects clitic pronoun use, something that
previous studies had not addressed.
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Previous Studies on Clitic Pronouns: Methodologies and Results
Free-Response Tasks
A frequently referenced study on clitic climbing is that of Davies (1995) because
of its extensive corpus of samples and its wide range of variables. The samples are taken
from native speakers from eleven cities from ten countries in Latin America and Spain.
The data includes 32 different modal verbs, in both written (356 short stories by 20th
century authors) and oral (402 recorded conversations from different corpora) modalities.
Davies examined nearly 15,000 tokens of clitic pronoun usage from 3.5 million
words. This was done by computer extraction. His purpose was to “provide the first
comprehensive data base of clitic climbing in Modern Spanish.”
The factors Davies (1995) examined were modality (written samples vs. oral
samples), geographical variation, modal verb variation, the use of clitic strings,
reflexivity, and animacy. The results of clitic climbing based on modality in Davies’
study are significant. Clitic climbing is more than twice as common in the spoken than in
the written modality (56% for spoken and 23% for written). Davies concludes that,
“[a]ssuming the uncontroversial notion that the spoken register [modality] of a language
represents the more popular tendencies of a language, [clitic climbing] represents a
popular… tendency of Spanish.” He was also able to confirm Sankoff’s (1988)
hypothesis that variation in clitic climbing would not differ much based on geographical
differences, finding that the average for clitic climbing was at 33% at the lowest in
Bolivia and highest in Mexico at 46%. Davies was able to show that the variation by
modal verb led to the greatest discrepancy in the “degree of acceptability.” There is no
clear-cut categorization of verbs, but rather a continuum. The ir a [to be going to]
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structure resulted in the highest rate of clitic climbing (76%), while other verbs like poder
[to be able to] (41%), querer [to want] (31%) and tener que [to have to] (25%) were
much lower (the last three verbs are noted because they were used in the present
study.) At the lowest end, there are verbs that had minimal use of clitic climbing, such as
intentar [to try] (6%) or esperar [to hope for] (0%). Davies’ results support Spaulding’s
(1927) claim that multiple clitics increase the instances of clitic climbing over single
clitics (80% vs. 60% clitic climbing). Regarding reflexivity, the results of Davies studies
support Rosen’s (1989) conclusion that clitic climbing would decrease with reflexive
verbs “since [the reflexive clitics] are part of the argument structure.” Reflexive clitics
climbed only 56% of the time while non-reflexive clitics did 64% of the time. Lastly,
animacy resulted in a rise in clitic climbing in Davies’ findings (63% when animate vs.
53% when inanimate), providing supporting evidence for Myhill’s (1988) findings.
This study provided an extensive amount of data to support findings or claims of
previous researchers, but also provided a guide to working with free-response data. It
served the present study by not only providing a native speaker baseline of clitic climbing
percentages, but also by highlighting the variables that were considered important to
study. In a free-response sample, speakers are speaking more spontaneously, providing
unrehearsed responses. Disadvantages of free-response samples, though, are that there is
no guarantee that participants will produce the target structure and that the length of a
response by participants can vary considerably. Free-response, modality, and the
selection of modal verbs were taken into account in the task design the present study.
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Picture-Elicitation Tasks
A picture-elicitation task is a way to control the response of the participants based
on certain parameters while simultaneously encouraging a certain degree of freeresponse. In this type of task, participants are presented with an image and a written or
spoken prompt in the form of a question. Picture-elicitation tasks for clitic pronouns
create contexts where they should be used by asking a question with a full object noun
and eliciting an answer where the object noun does not need to be repeated. For example,
one prompt could be, ‘María is cold. What does María do with the window?’ The answer
that a student will generate in this case allows for the use of a clitic pronoun - ‘she closes
it’ - because of the explicit use of the object noun in the prompt and because there is a
picture of someone closing a window.
Thomas (2012) used a recorded oral picture-elicitation task to elicit clitic pronoun
use. The participants were asked to imagine what the characters in the pictures ‘were
going to do,’ ‘wanted to do,’ or ‘preferred to do’ with objects. Thomas selected three
modal verbs (ir a, querer, and preferir) from Davies (1995). For example, if Anita was
hot and the window was closed, what would Anita want to do with it? Thomas predicted
four possible outcomes: the absence of a use of a direct object pronoun, leaving the full
object noun (Anita quiere abrir la ventana [Anita wants to open the window]), the
omission of the object entirely (Anita quiere abrir [Anita wants to open]), proclisis (Anita
la quiere abrir [Anita it wants to open]) or enclisis (Anita quiere abrirla [Anita wants to
open it]). Monolinguals, Spanish as a second language (L2) learners, and heritage
learners participated in her study. She found that monolinguals responded with more
enclitic placement (68%) than proclitic placement (32%). Similarly, Spanish as a second
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language (L2) learners responded with more enclitic placement (78%) than proclitic
placement (22%). Conversely, the heritage learners responded with more proclitic
placement (76%) than enclitic placement (24%).
Thomas’ (2012) use of the picture-elicitation task that aims to serve the same
purpose but with fewer variables than Davies (1995) was an excellent example of
reducing the possible variability of the responses in order to compare the performance of
different types of speakers. Also, the successful execution of the picture-elicitation task
was made possible by selecting fewer independent variables, in this case six modal verbs,
which provided guidance for the present study. Finally, the inclusion of non-monolingual
speakers, additionally divided between heritage speakers and L2 learners, expanded upon
Davies (1995) corpora study that was limited to just monolinguals. The benefits of
picture-elicitation tasks are being able to isolate a grammatical structure through
prompting it and also collecting spontaneous output from participants, ensuring that
students do not have too much time to consider their response and speak as they naturally
would. Limitations of this type of task, however, are that participants may not understand
what the target structure they are prompted to use is and, due to the repetitive nature of
the task, may fall into a consistent pattern in their responses - for example, consistently
using just enclisis or proclisis for all prompts because that is what they used on the first
prompt.
Grammaticality-Judgment and Acceptability-Preference Tasks
Other common tasks used in second language acquisition studies are the
grammaticality-judgment task and the acceptability-preference tasks. The former presents
a single sentence to participants and asks them to determine if the sentence is
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grammatical or not. The latter presents two options to participants, asks if either is
grammatically correct, and if both happen to be, the participants then indicate their
preference for how they would choose to say or write it. Three relevant studies have used
these tasks specifically used to investigate clitics.
Bruhn de Garavito and Montrul (1996) used a written grammaticality-judgment
task to examine knowledge of clitic pronouns in native Spanish speakers who were
intermediate-level learners of French, and native French speakers who were also
intermediate-level learners of Spanish. Since there is a mesoclisis requirement in French,
the researchers predicted that the native French speakers would identify mesoclisis as
acceptable in Spanish. However, in a grammaticality-judgment task, those French
speakers correctly rejected mesoclisis in Spanish, showing that French did not interfere
with the L2. Clitic climbing by the native French speakers learning Spanish also appeared
randomly, not showing a discernable pattern for when clitic climbing occurs.
Duffield et al. (1997) tested native English and Spanish speakers who were
learning French, finding that the participants were overgeneralizing the mesoclisis
requirement in French and applying it to causative structures, marking the ungrammatical
sentence Marie fait le sortir [Mary makes him leave] as a correct sentence. Duffield and
White (1999) created a study that investigated advanced-level adult learners of Spanish
that were native French and English speakers, using a sentence-matching task and a
grammaticality-judgment task. The results were that L1 clitics did not adversely interfere
with the acquisition of L2 clitics - for example, L1 French learners of Spanish correctly
marked enclisis in complex structures as grammatical even though in their L1 mesoclisis
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is the only option. The results of the two tasks both supported the claim that, as predicted,
acquiring knowledge of L2 clitic placement did not depend on the clitics of the L1.
An acceptability-preference task was employed by Thomas (2012) in her study of
clitic climbing. She examined monolinguals, early bilinguals (heritage speakers), and
late L2 learners. In her task, she used aural stimuli because of Davies’ (1995) research on
the effect of modality, noting that the written form may also cause bilinguals to “revert to
the declarative knowledge they have for this grammatical domain” based on their
experience with the written form in instructional settings, resulting in unnatural
responses. Samples were recorded by a native Colombian speaker. Given two options,
participants marked if the 1st and/or the 2nd were acceptable and, upon marking that both
were acceptable, they had to choose their preference between the two or ‘I can’t decide.’
All participants - monolinguals, bilinguals, and late L2 learners - did not show substantial
differences for acceptability nor preference across the six modal verbs (ir a [to be going
to], poder [to be able to], querer [to want to], necesitar [to need to], preferir [to prefer
to], and evitar [to avoid]), against her prediction that late L2 learners would not show
sensitivity to the modal verb the same way that monolinguals and bilinguals did.
Grammaticality-judgment and acceptability-preference tasks ensure that students
are asked to consider all types of clitic pronoun placement. The potential
ungrammaticality of a sentence or the preference between two sentences pushes learners
to truly consider how they would choose to express it. This type of task is crucial when
testing participants that are not monolingual and may be influenced by their L1. A
disadvantage of this task, however, is that participants are not producing the language
themselves and therefore are not demonstrating their true ability to use the structure.
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Conclusion
We know that native English speakers learning Spanish have issues using clitic
pronouns because Spanish, unlike English, has proclitic placement. We know that
monolingual advanced-level L2 learners of Spanish have shown a tendency towards
enclitic placement in written contexts and proclisis in spoken contexts, though the modal
verb has a strong effect on clitic placement. Additionally, advanced-level L2 learners
show similarities to monolingual speakers of Spanish in terms of low rates of proclisis in
the written modality. What is left to be studied is the tendencies of less advanced
bilinguals who are in the process of acquiring clitic pronouns and whether other
conditions, such as temporal variation, affect the use of clitic pronouns. Using this
knowledge as a base, the current study selected certain verbs and structures to best elicit
data that would allow a commentary on the use of clitics and the choice between proclisis
and enclisis. Due to the contrast between English and Spanish, where Spanish presents
options for pronoun placement to the students, the goal of the study is to determine
whether intermediate-level learners of Spanish use clitics and if there is a preference
among these learners for enclisis and proclisis in complex structures.
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Chapter 3

METHODOLOGY
Research Questions
The present study aims to expand on the previous studies but to examine
intermediate learners of Spanish, meaning those in the third year of study in an honors
level course. It will use the methodology, data, and conclusions drawn from previous
studies to form predictions and strategically elicit certain responses from the task
participants. Previous studies indicate that higher level speakers (monolinguals and highlevel bilinguals) show varying results for proclisis and enclisis: Davies (1995) found in
his corpus study a higher overall rate of proclisis than enclisis, while Thomas (2012)
found in her picture-elicitation and acceptability-preference tasks a higher use of enclisis
by monolinguals and high-level bilinguals, leading to the following research questions:
1. Do Spanish 3 Honors students use clitic pronouns when they are possible?
2. What factors affect the use of clitic pronouns?
a. Do participants use clitics in free-response scenarios? Do they use clitics
when prompted by a picture-elicitation task?
b. Does modality (written vs. spoken) factor into their use of clitic pronouns?
c. Does tense (present tense vs. present progressive tense vs. preterite tense)
affect the use of clitic pronouns?
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3. What are Spanish 3 Honors students’ preferences in terms of proclisis vs. enclisis
in complex structures?
4. How does the range of proficiency within the class align with use and placement
of clitic pronouns?
Predictions
It is predicted that the choice to use clitic pronouns in free response will be much
more limited than in other tasks that specifically create situations encouraging clitic use.
Additionally, it is expected that participants of higher ability will demonstrate more
tokens of clitic pronoun use. Thomas’ (2012) prediction that written responses would
resemble participants’ formal instructional practice and declarative knowledge with the
subject material leads to the prediction that there will be a higher use of clitic pronouns in
our written tasks, as participants can take their time when writing, while spontaneous
speech cannot be revised or thought about after having said it. Finally, it is predicted that
when enclisis is possible, participants will elect it due to the similar syntactic structure
found in their native language. As Davies (1995) found a higher rate of enclisis rather
than proclisis in complex structures in the written modality (77% vs. 23%) and Thomas
(2012) found a higher rate of enclisis over proclisis for her picture-elicitation and
acceptability-preference tasks, it is predicted that the participants will follow that trend.
Participants
The participants of this study were, at the time, Glenbard West High School
students (located in Glen Ellyn, IL) enrolled in the third level Spanish Honors course
(3H). There are 23 total participants: twelve females and eleven males. Of the 23
participants, only 21 were present during the in-class part of the study, leaving certain
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parts of the study with eleven females and ten males. The majority of the students are
sophomores (21 in total) while two of the students, one male and one female, were
juniors. No student in this Spanish 3H class was considered to be a heritage speaker of
Spanish, meaning that they had exposure to the language at home. Glenbard West High
School has a separate program for heritage students that is designed to meet their needs
and goals with the language.
Spanish 3H is the first opportunity for language students to opt into a more
rigorous course. The first year of Spanish is often completed by students in middle school
over the course of two years. Those students will then take Spanish 2 as freshmen. In the
December of Spanish 2, students must make the choice between Spanish 3 Regular (3R)
and Spanish 3H. I have taught Spanish 2 and 3R for multiple years and personally meet
with each student to discuss their options. While each student is treated on a case-by-case
basis, the rule of thumb for any student considering taking 3H is to have at least an 85%
in the first semester of Spanish 2. Specific passion for the language, attitude, and goals
also factor into my recommendation. There are also students with at least an 85% or
higher in the class that elect Spanish 3R as the next course in their sequence. Factors for
this decision include personal interest, goals, and commitment to other rigorous
coursework, including Advanced Placement (AP) classes. In all, roughly 75% of
students choose to go to Spanish 3R, though many students who do that certainly have
the ability needed for Spanish 3H. Students can also switch back to Spanish 3R during
the first month if they misjudged the coursework or their abilities.
The difference between Spanish 3R and Spanish 3H is very noticeable. Spanish
3H will shift a majority of the work to students in terms of practicing grammar and
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vocabulary at home so that the instructional time focuses more on reading short stories
and conversational activities. As these students are at a higher level, more curriculum is
covered as well - a more in-depth look at the subjunctive, si clauses, and the perfect
tenses are studied. Also, Spanish 3H students have yet another option the following year
in the sequence of our courses. They can choose to take AP Spanish Language or AP
Spanish Literature and Culture. They are two different courses and they cater to the
interests of students if they would like to take a more grammar-focused approach as
opposed to a contextualized approach with literature. In all, of the students who
participated in this study, two students out of 23 elected to take AP Spanish Literature
and Culture while the other 21 students chose to take AP Spanish Language.
The participants’ exposure to clitic pronouns is worth noting. The Spanish 1
curriculum includes direct object pronouns only in the early part of the second semester,
concurrently taught with stem changing verbs (Lo sirvo [I serve it]). Later in the same
semester, direct object pronouns are revisited when affirmative tú commands are taught
and students learn how to attach those pronouns to the commands (Sácala [take it out]).
In Spanish 2, during the first semester, both direct and indirect object pronouns are taught
and warrant an entire chapter of study, not overshadowed by any other topic. Students
receive instruction on complex verb structures with modal verbs and are specifically
taught about the option of proclitic or enclitic placement in those structures (Lo quiero
comprar/quiero comprarlo [I want to buy it]). Double object pronouns, however, are not
taught at that time. Later in the first semester, students learn about reflexive verbs and the
present progressive tense at the same time, leading to a necessary conversation about
reflexive pronoun placement in simple structures as well as the option of enclisis in the
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present progressive (me estoy duchando/estoy duchándome [I am showering]). In Spanish
3H, early in the second semester (approximately two months before this study was
carried out), students revisited all clitic pronouns, including proclisis and enclisis with
complex structures, and for the first time received direct instruction for double object
pronouns (Te lo doy [I give it to you]). Thus, the participants of this study have been
exposed to clitic pronouns in each year of their sequence of study, and, by the time the
present study was realized, they were responsible for knowing the rules for clitic
pronouns.
The Study
Selection of variables
Based on the previous studies and research, this study aimed to select a variety of
key variables to gain information about the students’ use of clitic pronouns and their
preference in terms of proclisis and enclisis. Davies’ (1995) study clearly encompassed a
large variety of variables, as discussed before (modality, geographical differences, modal
verb, clitic strings, reflexivity, and animacy), and Thomas’ (2012) selected specific
modal verbs (ir a [to be going to], poder [to be able to], querer [to want to], necesitar [to
need to], preferir [to prefer to] and evitar [to avoid]). This study wanted to continue to
add to the current knowledge but also investigate new variables. Upon development, the
study ended up with the decision to investigate simple structures as well as complex
ones. For the complex structures, the study used three modal verbs that Davies (1995)
found had a relatively similar average rate of clitic climbing: poder [to be able to] was at
41%, querer [to want] was at 31%, and tener que [to have to] was at 25%. Additionally,
this study chose to investigate tense as a variable that could factor into clitic pronoun use
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and placement. As students learn the present tense first and, in Glenbard West’s
curriculum specifically; then the preterite and present progressive tenses (in that order), it
is possible that the varying experience that students have with the tenses could cause
discrepancies in their use and placement of clitic pronouns. In other words, having to pay
more attention to the correctness of more unfamiliar tenses may lead them to avoid
complicating the already difficult situation with the use of a clitic pronoun.
The independent variables of this study are modality, tense (present, present
progressive, and preterite) and simple vs. complex structures. Therefore, there are five
different types of sentences in the picture-elicitation task and the acceptability-preference
task: a simple structure in the present tense (La hace. [He/She does it.]), a simple
structure in the preterite tense (La hizo. [He/She did it.]), a complex structure with one of
three modal verbs (poder/querer/tener que) in the present tense (La puede/quiere/tiene
que hacer. (or) Puede/Quiere/Tiene que hacerla. [He/She can/wants to/has to do it.]), a
complex structure with the same three modal verbs in the preterite tense (La
pudo/quiso/tuvo que hacer. (or) Pudo/Quiso/Tuvo que hacerla. [He/She could/wanted
to/had to do it.]), and a complex structure with the auxiliary verb estar [to be] in the
present progressive tense (La está haciendo./Está haciéndola. [He/She is doing it]).
Variables that were examined but later removed from consideration during the
development of the picture-elicitation and acceptability-preference tasks were a larger
variety of verb tenses (imperfect, future, conditional, and perfect tenses), a larger variety
of modal verbs, animacy of the objects, indirect object pronouns, double object pronouns,
and reflexive pronouns. Nonetheless, they may appear in the free response samples under
the students’ volition.
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Development of tasks
As the variables were selected, the development of the tasks came into
consideration. The present study elected to use a multi-faceted approach to ensure that all
research questions could be answered. The tasks were selected based on the successes of
earlier work, but modified to best suit the participants and the goals of the study. The first
task was a written, free-response sample. The second task was an oral picture-elicitation
task. The third and final task was an acceptability-preference task.
A free-response task was chosen due to the success of Davies’ (1995) study that
looked to identify naturally occurring uses of clitic pronouns. Due to the fact that in the
present study we would like to investigate whether clitics are being used when possible,
unlike that of Davies (1995) which only looked at clitic climbing in complex structures,
tokens in the present study will include all uses of clitic pronouns, whether they are in
simple structures or complex. This task also considered where clitic pronouns could have
been used as well as when they were used incorrectly. In order to obtain a free response
sample, this study took writing samples from the ACTFL Assessment of Performance
Towards Proficiency in Languages (AAPPL) Test. The American Council on the
Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) is a national organization comprised of
thousands of members dedicated to the improvement and expansion of world language
instruction. ACTFL developed the AAPPL test to serve as a national standard by which
all world language students could be assessed in a valid, reliable way. Glenbard
Township High School District 87 adopted this assessment in 2015 as part of its plan to
comply with the PERA Law enacted to evaluate teachers based on student growth.
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The AAPPL test is comprised of 4 components: the Interpersonal Listening and
Speaking test, the Presentational Writing test, the Interpretive Listening Test, and the
Interpretive Reading test. The world language students across the four Glenbard high
schools take only the Interpersonal Listening and Speaking test in Spanish 1, Spanish 2,
and Spanish 3R. Beginning in Spanish 3H and Spanish 4R, and then the subsequent
courses in the following years, students take all components of the test in pursuit of the
Seal of Biliteracy, an award given to students who achieve a certain level of proficiency
in two languages on two recognized assessments.
The present study uses the presentational writing samples of students from the
AAPPL test to analyze for the use of clitic pronouns. The test is made up of a variety of
prompts and questions; seven in total, including responses about students’ community,
school, personal interests, and traveling. The prompts of the test strategically increase in
difficulty as the each section of the test progresses to establish the “floor” and “ceiling”
of the ability of the students, meaning that more advanced grammatical structures appear
at the end of each of the four components, though clitic pronouns are not among the
targeted structures. It is important to note that because the seven prompts were created by
the developers of the AAPPL test and not me, there were no specific prompts that
participants responded to that definitively elicited the preterite tense, so tense will not be
analyzed on this task. All 23 participants submitted their work for this study.
The second task of the study was a picture-elicitation task, patterned after that of
Thomas’ (2012) study. This task was selected because of its ability to target a
grammatical structure (the context created by the prompt with a specific object noun will
trigger responses where clitic pronouns are convenient) and because it would allow the
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spoken modality to be assessed. This task also was designed to investigate lack of clitic
pronouns where clitic pronouns could have been used, where they were used, and when
they were used incorrectly. An instructional slide was created in English to introduce the
task. Two slides that served as models for what the participants should expect were added
in after the instructions. The first slide had the prompt, picture and questions, and the
ideal response was written italicized on the slide - it modeled the simple structure
response. The second slide was identical but modeled a complex verb structure, and both
proclitic and enclitic options were shown and italicized as ideal answers (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Picture-Elicitation Task Instruction Slide. Shown to participants to explain the
nature of the task.
The prompt is, “The students are hungry. Where did they want to eat lunch?” The
possible answer presented is, “They wanted to eat it in the cafeteria,” because of the
picture shown. This was done to model to the students the expectations of the study
without explicitly telling them what the study hoped to analyze. Afterwards, in total, 25
slides were created on a PowerPoint, each with a picture and a statement, followed by a
question. One such prompt (see Figure 2) was, “My mother has a new book. What can
my mother do?” The possible answers could be, “my mother can read the book,” (with no
clitic pronoun used) or “my mother can read it” (with either proclisis or enclisis).
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Figure 2. Picture-Elicitation Task Example Slide.
The question and the picture guided the students to respond openly yet similarly
to one another. The 25 slides were divided among the independent variables of structure
and tense. There were five slides for the simple, present tense structure (e.g. A Raúl no le
gusta cuando la puerta está abierta. ¿Qué hace con la puerta? [Raúl doesn’t like when
the door is open. What does he do with the door?] There were five for the simple,
preterite tense structure (e.g. María no entendió la tarea en clase ayer. ¿Qué hizo con la
tarea anoche? [María didn’t understand the homework in class yesterday. What did she
do with the homework last night?] There were five for the complex, present tense
structure, such as the prompt shown in Figure 2. There were five for the complex,
preterite tense structure (e.g. A Raúl y A Sofía les gustó este coche. ¿Qué quisieron hacer
ayer con el coche? [Raúl and Sofía liked this car. What did they want to do yesterday
with the car?]. Finally, there were five for the complex, present progressive structure (e.g.
El cuarto está sucio y Julio quiere ayudar. ¿Qué está haciendo Julio con el cuarto? [The
room is dirty and Julio wants to help. What is Julio doing with the room?]. Five tokens
per variable were deemed sufficient to be able to capture the trends that were desired. The
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verbs querer, poder, and tener que were used as equitably as possible in the complex
structure slides. The 25 slides were then placed in random order.
The third and last task that was developed was an acceptability-preference task,
also based on Thomas’ (2012) study. This task was chosen to ensure that, if in the
written, free-response task or the picture-elicitation task there were not substantial uses of
clitic pronouns, we could force students to consider object pronouns and their placement.
In total, this task had ten questions: two for the present, simple structure, two for the
present, complex structure, two for the preterite, simple structure, two for the preterite,
complex structure, and two for the present progressive structure. For each of the ten
questions, first a statement was made to provide context with a full object noun.
Afterwards, two to three possible responses were presented in which the object noun was
rephrased as direct object pronoun. Students had to answer whether the statement was
acceptable or not, and then finally elect the sentence that they would feel most
comfortable using (see Figure 3). The ten questions spread out over the five variables
were randomized.

Figure 3. Picture-Elicitation Task Example Question.
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Procedure
The tasks were also designed to benefit the participants as they provided practice
on a topic that continues to resurface in their Spanish class without consequences for
performing poorly. In other words, the tasks that were completed mirror to a certain
degree the daily instruction in class, and thus created no inconvenience to the scope and
sequence of the class’ curriculum goals.
Consent and Introduction
One week prior to the study, students were introduced to the idea of participating
in this study. I carefully explained to the participants that, as a student myself in pursuit
of a higher education degree, I selected this class specifically to find volunteers to help
further the knowledge that exists on second language acquisition. The participants were
aware that they would not know exactly what the study hoped to investigate but that they
would be debriefed after its completion should they choose to participate. Upon receiving
the consent forms (see Appendix A), participants were told that in no way would their
performance on the study affect their current grade and, if they opted to not do the study,
there would be no consequence. As the students are minors, students not only had to
consent to the study, but parents also had to give their consent to release the students’
work, as it is protected under the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA).
In the end, all 23 students completed and returned the consent forms.
Administering the Tasks
The first task, the AAPPL Test writing sample, was on file in a database as it was
completed prior to the administration of the experimental tasks. Each AAPPL test was
assessed independently by the ACTFL at the time of its completion and given a score.
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There are three categorical levels, including sublevels, assigned by ACTFL: Novice,
Intermediate, and Advanced. Novice 1 (N1) would be the lowest possible score, with N2,
N3, N4 being progressively better. From there, Intermediate 1 (I1) would be the fifth
highest score, going up to I2, I3, I4, and I5. Finally, Advanced (A) is the highest possible
score a participant can receive. The Seal of Biliteracy is attained when a participant
receives an I5 or A for all four components of the AAPPL Test. Later, Glenbard uses
these scores year over year to assign its own growth rating. For the present study, the
researchers simply extracted students’ writing samples, which were then recorded into a
running Microsoft Word document to be coded, and recorded ACTFL’s overall rating of
the student’s proficiency.
The second and third tasks, the picture-elicitation task (see Appendix B) and the
acceptability-preference task (see Appendix C), were administered in that order on a
single day. They were chosen to be given in that order to mask the intention of the study:
the acceptability-preference task more clearly showed that the study intended to
investigate use of object pronouns and, if it were given first, the picture-elicitation task
afterwards may have seen an unnatural rise in the number of clitic pronouns used. For the
picture-elicitation task, which would be recorded orally, students used their personal,
school-assigned iPads. On the learning management system Schoology, adopted by the
school district, an assignment was created to which students could create a submission.
Students remained at their desks and recorded directly into the microphone of the iPad
unless they had earbuds with a compatible microphone. The instructions for the task and
the two example slides were read out loud to the participants. They were then asked if
they had questions or concerns about the administration of the task, which they did not.

36
Although I controlled the pace of the progression of slides, students controlled the record
button on their iPad, and I only progressed to the next slide after all students had stopped
speaking their answer. The task took approximately fifteen minutes from start to finish.
After students recorded all answers, the audio files were available to download to be
coded. To finish the study, students were given a paper copy of the acceptabilitypreference task. The instructions were read out loud and the participants were asked if
they had questions, which they did not. This task was significantly shorter in nature and
participants finished in less than ten minutes.
Debriefing
After the conclusion of both tasks, students were then made aware of the purpose
of the study (see Appendix D). The were told that the study would inform both teachers
and students about the use of clitic pronouns and that they were not told of the purpose to
ensure their responses were natural. They were then told briefly about clitic pronoun
instruction in the Spanish sequence at the school and the possible option at times of
proclisis and enclisis. The debriefing continued by expressing the study’s hope to see if
early bilinguals at their level are using clitic pronouns and, if both proclisis and enclisis
were options, under what circumstances did they choose one over the other. Finally,
students were thanked for their participation and told that they could inquire about the
study when it was completed.
Coding the Data
Each student wrote anywhere from a single to several paragraphs about seven
different prompts. The average length of students’ responses to all seven prompts was
around one page, single-spaced. Both investigators reviewed four participant samples
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independently and then compared results for consistency and validity. The criteria for
coding the samples were as follows, and then entered into Microsoft Excel, along with
the score the participants officially received from ACTFL:

Incorrect conjugations (wrong tenses, misconjugations, wrong verbs etc.) are
ignored and marked based on use or lack of a clitic. (e.g. yo lo hace)
Wrong agreement of pronoun (be it gender, number, or any other wrong clitic) is
ignored and marked according to pronoun placement (e.g. la quiero leer [object:
el libro])
Verbs like gustar are not marked. (see explanation below).
Commands are not marked. (see explanation below)
(1) - No Clitic
• If a direct object noun is used a second time in the same sentence or the
one that follows it, it will be marked as (1) as it is a missed opportunity to
use a clitic.
• The lack of the indirect object pronoun as a reinforcer is ungrammatical
and will be marked (1) (e.g. Yo doy el regalo a él)
• Animate full object nouns are marked (1) if they follow a verb (e.g.
Quiero ver tú).
(2) - Simple Proclisis
• Simple verb constructions are marked (2) (e.g. Lo compro/Nos
divertimos).
• Use of full object noun to clarify the direct object noun are marked (2)
(e.g. Lo veo a él)
• Verbs like gustar are not marked (2) as they are indirect object pronouns
(e.g. me gusta leer).
• Reflexives are marked (2) (e.g. Cómo te llamas)
(3) - Complex Proclisis
• Complex verb structures with modal/auxiliary verbs and clitics are marked
(3) (e.g. lo puedo comprar/lo está comprando).
(4) - Complex Enclisis
• Complex structures with clitics are marked (4) (e.g. puedo comprarlo/está
comprándolo).
• Use of enclisis after prepositions is marked (4) (e.g. para hacerlo).
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(5) - Simple Incorrect use of Clitic
• Use of enclisis in simple structures is marked (5) (e.g. hago lo).
• Use of a clitic where a subject pronoun is needed, where there is no
pronoun, or there is just a verb are marked (5) (e.g. lo es interesante).
• Redundant use of clearly identifiable object noun in a simple structure is
marked (5) (e.g. Lo leo el libro)
• In negative structures where the clitic is out of place (e.g. lo no quiero).
(6) - Complex Incorrect use of Clitic
• Incorrect use of enclisis with the auxiliary haber is marked (6) (e.g. he
hecho lo).
• Use of a clitic between complex structures (mesoclisis) is marked (6) (e.g.
he lo abierto/estoy lo diciendo/pudo la comprar).
• Redundant use of a clearly identifiable object noun in a complex structure
is marked (6) (e.g. Lo quiero leer el libro)
This system was carefully constructed for a variety of reasons. Original drafts of
the criteria and exceptions had fewer categories but were later divided to more clearly
analyze the data. For example, the criteria for (2) and (3) were originally one general
proclisis category but were separated to distinguish proclisis in simple structures and
complex structures. The same thought was applied to distinguish the criteria for (5) and
(6). Due to the fact that the free-response task allowed participants to freely use or not
use clitic pronouns without the modeling or context that the other tasks had, special
considerations were made. Mistakes in conjugations or in agreement were ignored
because the focus of the study is not on gender nor number agreement. Also, as the verb
gustar (and other verbs that follow its structure) is a basic Spanish 1 verb frequently used
as a set phrase, the decision to exclude it from coding was made to ensure that its use
would not dilute the use of clitic pronouns of a higher level. Reflexive verbs, on the other
hand, were considered because they are a higher-level structure that could be subject to
both proclisis and enclisis in complex structures, just like object pronouns. Commands
were not marked because of their specific rules in terms of clitic pronoun placement

39
(enclisis is required for affirmative commands - hazlo [do it] and proclisis is required for
negative commands - no lo hagas [don’t do it]) Therefore, a common phrase heard by
students in an instructional setting such as dime [tell me] was not marked because it was
learned as a phrase rather than in the context of command formation and its
accompanying rules.
The picture-elicitation task was coded similarly into Microsoft Excel, though the
prompts and context significantly limited the coding criteria, which is as follows:
1. No clitic pronoun used/full object noun used (e.g. Hace. [He/She does]/Hace
la tarea. [He/She does the homework.])
2. Proclisis in a simple structure (e.g. La hace. [He/She does it.])
3. Proclisis in a complex structure (e.g. La quiere hacer. [He/She wants to do it])
4. Enclisis in a complex structure (e.g. Quiere hacerla. [He/She wants to do it.])
5. Incorrect Use of Clitic (e.g. *Hace la. [He/She does it.]/*Quiere la hacer.
[He/She wants to do it.]/*La hace la tarea. [*He/She does it the homework])
6. No Response/Unintelligible
As in the previous coding, (2) and (3) were once one category and were separated
in the same way. During the coding process, many unique situations were taken into
account. For example, not all students used the expected host verb - for example, when
responding to the prompt “what did Raúl and Sofía want to do with the car?” some used
the verb conducir [to drive] instead of the anticipated comprar [to buy]. Also, there were
many instances in which the tense of the prompt was different in a participant’s response
or the verb structure was completely incorrect (e.g. *Juan hace cerrar la puerta. [*Juan
does to close the door.]) These were marked according to the use of a clitic pronoun (or

40
lack thereof), not wrong because of a misconjugation. The tense, host verb, modal verb,
and gender of the object noun were also recorded.
Finally, the acceptability-preference task was also coded into Microsoft Excel, but
because of the multiple choice nature of the task, had limited options. The participant’s
judgment for each sentence was coded in (acceptable vs. not acceptable), and later the
preference among the options was noted. Also coded into each response were the tense,
host verb, modal verb, and gender of the noun.
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Chapter 4

RESULTS

The results in this chapter are presented by task. All relevant data from each task
is then presented in the order in which the research questions appear, beginning with the
simple results and ending with results by AAPPL level. The tasks are discussed in the
order in which they were administered to the participants. The AAPPL test was given
first because it does not reveal that the study is about clitic pronouns in any way. The
picture-elicitation test was given second because it could possibly reveal the nature of the
study. The acceptability-preference test was given third because it becomes very clear
that the study is investigating clitic pronouns. This chapter presents the results in that
order, and then within each task, they are broken down by simple vs. complex structures,
tense, and then according to their given AAPPL score.
AAPPL Test Results
To complete the AAPPL test, participants wrote a short paragraph for each of the
seven prompts. They were not given instructions beyond writing as much as possible to
answer the prompt. The AAPPL test samples were collected and the clitic tokens were
counted. In total, based on the criteria outlined in chapter 3, there were 276 tokens in
which a clitic was used or could have been used across the 23 student responses to the
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AAPPL Test. The lowest number of tokens for any single student was six and the highest
number of tokens for one student was 24. Of the 276 tokens, 69 (25%) were category 1
(not using a clitic pronoun where possible; the first bar in Figure 4). This leaves 207
instances (75%) when a student tried to use a clitic pronoun in some way, be it correct or
incorrect (see Figure 4).

AAPPL Test Tokens
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Figure 4. AAPPL Test Tokens.
On an individual basis, each participant used clitic pronouns in the contexts where
they were possible between 11% of the time and 100% of the time (meaning that
participant used a clitic pronoun in every instance possible). The most correct use of clitic
pronouns was in simple structures with obligatory proclisis (135 tokens). One observed
example of this was “Yo lo uso…” [I use it…] There were 25 tokens in which an attempt
at a clitic pronoun in simple structures was made but was incorrect (one observed
example was “…la tiene problemas’ […it has problems]), so in simple structures,
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participants correctly used a clitic pronoun 84% of the time. For complex structures, there
were a total of 47 tokens where participants attempted the use of a clitic pronoun. Of
these, in 36 instances the clitic pronoun was used correctly (one observed example was
‘te quiero conocer mejor’ [I want to know you better]), and in eleven instances, the clitic
was used incorrectly (one observed example was ‘¿Cómo puedo te ayudar?’ [How can I
help you?]). This indicates that participants were able to correctly use clitic pronouns
77% of the time in complex structures, which is lower than in simple structures.
Regarding the choice of where to place of clitic pronouns in complex structures,
participants chose enclisis in 27 out of 36 total instances (75%). As mentioned in Chapter
3, tense was not analyzed for the AAPPL test as the prompts created by AAPPL did not
require the definitive use of the preterite tense.
In order to investigate whether varying proficiency levels affected the use of clitic
pronouns and the preferences for proclisis and enclisis in complex structures, participants
were also divided into groups according to their AAPPL test scores. When taking into
account the AAPPL test ccores, more patterns start to emerge (see Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Clitic Use by AAPPL Test Score.
The highest score given by the independent AAPPL Test graders was an
Advanced (A) and the lowest score of the participants was an Intermediate 3 (I3). Two
participants received an A, twelve participants received an I5, six participants received an
I4, and three participants received an I3. Figure 5 shows how often participants used
clitics when they were appropriate, how often those clitics were used correctly, and how
often participants chose to use clitic climbing in each proficiency group. There is a steady
increase in the attempts at using a clitic pronoun as scores increases: in only 49% of the
instances did I3 participants use a clitic pronoun where possible, I4 participants’ rate of
clitic pronoun use was 68%, I5 participants had a similar rate of 69%, and A participants
used pronouns 92% of the time where possible. Likewise, the rates of correct usage
increased as AAPPL Writing Test scores increased. I3 participants only used clitic
pronouns correctly 43% of the time, I4 participants used them correctly 49% of the time,
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I5 participants used them correctly 62% of the time, and A participants had the highest
rate at 75%. Finally, the rate of proclisis in complex structures generally declines as
AAPPL Writing Test scores increased. I3 participants used proclisis 50% of the time, I4
participants did 33% of the time, I5 participants did 24% of the time, and finally A
participants did 25% of the time. This indicates that participants of higher AAPPL scores
understand that enclisis is an option.
Picture-Elicitation Task Results
In the picture-elicitation task, participants responded orally to a question in which
the answer was intended to prompt the use of a clitic pronoun. Every prompt in the
picture-elicitation task created a context in which a pronoun could be used. The results of
the picture-elicitation task presented a variety of responses that were coded according to
the criteria previously described in Chapter 3. For example, in seven instances in the
picture-elicitation task, participants used a simple structure when the prompt intended to
elicit a complex structure. Therefore, if the prompt was, “what did they want to do with
the car,” the response could be “they bought it” instead of “they wanted to buy it.”
Conversely, in six instances, participants used a complex structure when the
question/prompt intended to elicit a simple structure. For the data analysis, those were
included as tokens for the structure the student produced. There were also seven
responses that were designated as unintelligible or as no response and were omitted from
the data analysis. Since only 21 of the total 23 participants were present in class when
this task was completed, and there were 25 tokens in the task (minus seven responses that
were designated as unintelligible or as no response and were omitted from the data
analysis.), there are a total of 518 tokens that were considered as data (See Table 4).
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Table 4
Realization Counts for the Picture-Elicitation Task
Complex
Total
Structure
No Clitic Pronoun Used
167
242
409
Simple Proclisis
32
N/A
32
Complex Proclisis
N/A
9
9
Complex Enclisis
N/A
47
47
Incorrect Use of Clitic
9
12
21
No Response/Unintelligible
3
4
7
Grand Total
211
314
525
Note. Use of a simple structure in a prompted complex structure was factored into the
simple structure totals and vice versa.
Realization

Simple Structure

In total, only 21% of the tokens resulted in the correct use of a clitic pronoun,
regardless of tense or structure type. Some participants used clitics much more than
others - thirteen of the 88 correct uses of clitic pronouns (15%) came from participant #8,
and 22 of the 88 (25%) came from participant #11 alone, for example. Five total
participants had responses that were exclusively ‘No Clitic Used’ or ‘No
Response/Unintelligible,’ meaning they did not ever attempt to use a clitic pronoun.
For the prompts intended to elicit simple structures, participants chose to use the
full object noun instead of utilizing a clitic pronoun in 80% of the tokens (see Figure 6).
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Picture-Elicitation Task Realizations Simple Structures
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Figure 6. Picture-Elicitation Task Realizations – Simple Structures.
There were 32 total tokens (15%) in which participants correctly used a clitic
pronoun in the obligatory proclitic position. In nine instances (4%), participants used a
clitic pronoun incorrectly - for example, responses with a redundant object noun such as
*la completó la tarea [*She completed it the homework] were recorded six times. In
three instances, participants incorrectly used enclisis in a simple structure (e.g. *Abrió la
[He opened it]), which were also marked incorrect.
Responses to the prompts eliciting complex structures showed some of the same
tendencies as the simple structure prompts (see Figure 7). A similar 78% of the time, no
clitic pronoun was attempted. In an equal 4% of the time, a clitic was used incorrectly -the errors were generally of the same nature as the simple structure prompts, though there
was one token of mesoclisis, *Pudo la abre [He could open it]. Regarding the option of
proclisis vs. enclisis in these structures, participants had a strong preference for enclisis.
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When a clitic was used, proclisis occurred 17% of the time while enclisis occurred 83%
of the time.

Picture-Elicitation Task Realizations Complex Structures
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Figure 7. Picture-Elicitation Task Realizations – Complex Structures.
Tense was anticipated to change the results because participants could be less
likely to take risks and use clitic pronouns while simultaneously using tenses with which
they are less comfortable. Regarding tense, though, there was minimal difference when
considering simple structure prompts (see Figure 8). In responses with no clitic pronoun
used and even those in which there was, there is only a 1% difference when comparing
the present tense with the preterite tense. The only notable distinction observed due to
tense was a doubling in the number of clitic pronoun errors when the preterite tense was
used, up from 3% with simple, present tense structures to 6% in simple, preterite tense
structures.
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Picture-Elicitation Task Realizations by
Tense - Simple Structures
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Figure 8. Picture-Elicitation Task Realizations by Tense – Simple Structures.
In complex structures, tense caused much more difference in the responses
observed (see Figure 9). Here it is observed that the present progressive tense caused the
most tokens (88%) of failure to use a clitic pronoun, compared with 74% and 72% for the
present tense and preterite tense, respectively. The present and present progressive tenses
had lower instances of errors in clitic pronoun use (2% and 1%, respectively); even lower
than in the simple structures. Preterite tense, however, saw an increase in errors made
(9%). The different tenses also caused differences in preference between proclisis and
enclisis. While in all tenses enclisis was preferred, the present progressive tense saw the
smallest gap: in the present progressive, 64% of the responses in which a clitic was used
correctly chose enclisis. The present and preterite tenses created a much larger gap. The
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present tense responses favored enclisis 83% of the time and the preterite tense responses
favored enclisis 95% of the time.

Picture-Elicitation Task Realizations by
Tense - Complex Structures
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Figure 9. Picture-Elicitation Task Realizations by Tense – Complex Structures.
A very important distinction in the responses is seen when participants are
separated by their AAPPL scores (see Figure 10). There is a sharp increase in correct use
of clitic pronouns as AAPPL scores increase, most noticeably between I4 participants
(3%) and I5 participants (27%). There was no instance of correct usage of a clitic
pronoun by any of the three participants who received an I3.
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% of Time Clitic Pronoun Used Correctly
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50%
45%
40%
32%

35%
27%

30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%

0%

3%

0%
I3

I4

I5

A

Figure 10. Clitic Use on the Picture-Elicitation Task by AAPPL Score.
The rate of proclisis compared to enclisis in complex structures also varied by
AAPPL score, shown in Figure 11 below. Comparing proclisis to enclisis, I4 participants,
though using both very sparsely, used both nearly equally but proclisis twice as much
(2% for proclisis, 1% for enclisis). That figure changes, however, as the AAPPL scores
rise - I5 participants used enclisis 19% of the time vs. 1% of the time for proclisis, and A
participants used enclisis exclusively.

52

Clitic Use in Complex Structures by AAPPL
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Figure 11. Clitic Use in Complex Structures by AAPPL Score.
Acceptability-Preference Task Results
The acceptability-preference task posed multiple sentences to students and firstly
asked which of the sentences were acceptable grammatically and secondly asked which
of the sentences would be their preference should they have to express that thought.
Figure 12 (see below) presents the results of the acceptability part of the acceptabilitypreference task for the sentences that contained simple verb structures. The simple
structures will be presented separately from the complex structures because ideally, there
would not be a preference in simple structures as there is only one acceptable answer.
The percentages reflect the rate at which participants chose ‘acceptable,’ with the options
being either ‘acceptable’ or ‘unacceptable.’ ‘Incorrect’ was marked only if a student did
not believe that any of the options were acceptable.
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Acceptability Task Results - Simple
Structures Tense Comparison
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Figure 12. Acceptability Task Results – Simple Structures Tense Comparison. Enclisis
and Neither is acceptable were incorrect choices.
All participants identified proclisis as ‘acceptable’ for every prompt that was a
simple structure. Only 12% of participants’ responses made the mistake of believing that
enclisis was acceptable with a simple tense structure. These errors were made by multiple
participants, not just one. No student opted to say that proclisis and enclisis were both
unacceptable.
For the remaining questions of the task, which includes the complex structures,
there were more discrepancies in the data, shown in Figure 13 below. The percentages,
like before, present the rate at which participants deemed the placement of the clitic
pronoun ‘acceptable.’ Because mesoclitic placement could be selected, that option is also
represented in the graph. ‘Incorrect’ represents the same aforementioned situation in
which a student did not believe that any of the three options were correct.
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Acceptability Task Results - Complex
Structures Tense Comparison
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Figure 13. Acceptability Task Results – Complex Structures Tense Comparison.
‘Mesoclisis’ and ‘Neither is acceptable’ were incorrect choices.
For the most part, the vast majority of participants decided that both proclisis and
enclisis were ‘acceptable’. Although in the simple structures most participants
demonstrated that they knew that proclisis was the only acceptable option, here we also
see that enclisis was deemed ‘acceptable’ more often than proclisis across all tenses. In
the present and preterite tenses, enclisis was marked ‘acceptable’ by every student, and in
the present progressive, 98% of participants marked it ‘acceptable’. Proclisis, while
marked ‘acceptable’ at a similar rate, was lower than enclisis. Acceptability for the
present tense was 98%, for the preterite tense was 95%, and for the present progressive
tense was 93%. The new (ungrammatical) option of mesoclisis also resulted in notable
results. In the present tense complex structures, only 2% of participants believed that
mesoclitic placement was acceptable. In the tenses learned later on, that number
increased. For the preterite tense complex structures, 10% of participants marked
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mesoclisis as ‘acceptable’, and for the present progressive tense, that number increased to
14%. As with the simple structures, no participants believed that any of the three options
were not acceptable.
The second step of each question of the task, which asked participants to select
which of the options they would prefer to use themselves, is presented in Figure 14
below. In simple structures, because the large majority of participants only selected
proclisis as ‘acceptable’, we see that 98% of participants appropriately prefer proclisis. It
is in the data of the complex structures where large distinctions can be seen. Participants
elected proclitic placement as their preference 29% of the time, while participants opted
for the enclitic placement 70% of the time. Participants would (incorrectly) use
mesoclitic placement 2% of the time if they were to express the sentences themselves.

Preference Task Results Comparison
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Figure 14. Preference Task Results Comparison. ‘Prefer Enclisis’ in simple structures
and ‘Prefer Mesoclisis’ were incorrect choices.
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A score was assigned to the students based on the acceptability portion of the
task. Because there were right and wrong answers, a score was assigned based on how
correctly they identified all possible acceptable statements across the ten prompts. The
participants’ overall performance on the acceptability portion of the task based on
AAPPL scores is shown in Figure 15 below. Though all scores are high, a higher AAPPL
score generally correlates with a better performance on the task. The only exception
would be that I4 participants scored slightly higher than I5 participants (99% vs. 96%).

Acceptability Score (%) Based on AAPPL
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Figure 15. Acceptability Score (%) Based on AAPPL Score. The score assigned by study
investigators. Participants’ correct responses divided by the total number of questions
yielded a percentage.
In all, the results of the tasks provided several types of data with noticeable
differences across simple and complex structures, verb tense, tasks, and proficiency
levels. With this data, we can answer the research questions posed at the beginning of this
study.
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Chapter 5

DISCUSSION

The discussion of the results will be organized differently than the way they were
presented in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 will be organized by research question, and within each
discussion of the research questions, the three tasks will be referenced.
Research Question #1. Do Spanish 3 Honors students use clitic pronouns when they
are possible?
The results of the present study show that intermediate-level L2 learners of
Spanish do, at times, use clitic pronouns when possible. Clitic pronouns are an advanced
structure for participants of this level to use, so I predicted that participants would not
attempt to use them in every single instance, but rather in situations where they were
specifically prompted to use one, like in the picture-elicitation task. When they had a
choice of what to say or write, participants used clitic pronouns from 25% of the time in
the oral picture-elicitation task up to 68% of the time in the written free-response AAPPL
test when they were possible. We determined that a situation in which a clitic pronoun
could be used would be one in which a full object noun was already mentioned just
beforehand. This purposely occurred in every prompt of the picture-elicitation task, but
only could have occurred in the AAPPL test if students had set themselves up to use a
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clitic pronoun because the full object noun was earlier in the sentence or in the previous
sentence. There are several factors that appeared to have influenced the participants’
comfort in using clitics: task (discussed in research question 2a), modality (discussed in
research question 2b), and tense (discussed in research question 2c).
Research Question #2. What factors affect the use of clitic pronouns?
2a) Do participants use clitics in free-response scenarios? Do they use clitics when
prompted by a picture-elicitation task?
The most apparent factor from the study that affected the use of clitic pronouns
when they were possible is the task itself. In the free-response writing task, clitic pronoun
use occurred in 84% of simple structures and 77% of complex structures. It is worth
noting that this assessment was given without any indication that participants were to be
assessed in their use of clitic pronouns: participants were assessed on a holistic rubric and
they thought that earning the Seal of Biliteracy was the primary objective. I predicted that
clitic pronoun use would be much lower than the results showed because I believed that
participants would be cautious to avoid grammatical errors. Participants may have made
these errors more easily when attempting to use clitic pronouns because they are not as
comfortable with them. I also believed that because they were not aware that clitic
pronouns were going to be examined, that clitic pronoun use would be lower that the
results showed. The free-response task, however, may have caused a higher use of clitic
pronouns in a way - due to the unstructured nature of the task, participants were free to
write naturally and feel comfortable in doing so, setting themselves up naturally to use
clitic pronouns instead of feeling the situation was forced on them and the task was more
out of their control.
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It is also worth mentioning that reflexive verbs were counted as uses of clitic
pronouns. Reflexive pronouns are taught separately from direct and indirect object
pronouns, and verbs as common as llamarse ‘to call oneself’ create a familiar, safe
reference point to increase participants’ performance with these verbs. While this may
deceptively inflate the number of pronouns correctly used in the study’s results, the
repeated exposure to using these pronouns in the proclitic position certainly teaches
students to observe the differences in syntax between Spanish and English, thus
potentially leading to more correct use with direct and indirect object pronouns.
More structured situations, such as the picture-elicitation task, proved to have the
opposite effect. It was predicted that in the picture-elicitation task, participants would use
clitic pronouns more frequently than the results show. With two slides at the beginning of
the task that modeled what was expected of the participants, it was surprising to see such
a low number of participants use clitic pronouns. Only 21% of tokens were a correct use
of a clitic pronoun, leaving the vast majority of tokens as the full object noun. As
mentioned in Chapter 4, it is important to note that five participants never attempted a
clitic pronoun in this task and two participants accounted for 40% of the correct use of
clitic pronouns.
2b) Does modality (written vs. spoken) factor into their use of clitic pronouns?
Modality appears to affect participants in their use of clitic pronouns. Thomas
(2012) believed that the formal instruction received by participants would lend itself to a
higher use of clitic pronouns in written structures because the tasks of the present study
and her study are quite similar to exercises completed in a classroom setting. This seemed
to hold true for the participants of this study. On the AAPPL test, in the written modality,
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participants used clitic pronouns more frequently (as mentioned before) than on the oral
picture-elicitation task - these results indicate that the spoken modality required in the
picture-elicitation task, together with the structure of the activity, most likely lead to a
decrease in the use of clitic pronouns. It must be considered that although the AAPPL test
and the picture-elicitation test were in different modalities, they were also different tasks.
To more accurately compare modality, we would need to have the same task, be it the
free-response AAPPL task or the picture-elicitation task, mirrored in difficulty. From
those results we could more definitively compare modality.
2c) Does tense (present tense vs. present progressive tense vs. preterite tense) affect the
use of clitic pronouns?
Tense was examined in the picture-elicitation task. During that task, prompts with
a simple structure appear to indicate that the preterite tense resulted in more attempts to
use a clitic pronoun than the present tense, but ultimately, participants made errors at
twice the rate as the present tense (6% compared to 3%). In complex structures, the
present progressive clearly impacted the rate at which participants used clitic pronouns they avoided a clitic pronoun 88% of the time, compared with 74% of the time in the
present tense and 72% of the time in the preterite tense. The use of the preterite tense in
complex structures, like it did in simple structures, led to more errors - 9% of tokens
resulted in the incorrect use of a clitic pronoun, compared to 2% for the present tense and
1% for the present progressive. In sum, tense appeared to create issues for participants in
two different ways: the preterite tense caused more errors, while the present progressive
caused avoidance of clitic pronoun use.
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Tense was also analyzed on the acceptability-preference task. Of the participants’
answers for simple structures in the present tense, 12% were incorrect, having marked
enclisis as ‘acceptable’. Coincidentally, 12% of participants’ answers for the simple
structures in the preterite tense were also incorrect, again marking enclisis as
‘acceptable’. For complex structures, there is more distinction. Proclisis was correctly
marked ‘acceptable’ in the present tense complex structures 98% of the time, but less
often for the preterite tense (95% of the time) and even less for the present progressive
(93% of the time). Enclisis was correctly marked ‘acceptable’ 100% of the time in
present and preterite complex structures, but 98% of the time in the present progressive.
Mesoclisis, though incorrect, was marked ‘acceptable’ 4% of the time in the present tense
prompts, but less often than in the preterite tense (10%) and the present progressive tense
(14%), showing that the unfamiliar tense are causing more errors to be made.
Research Question #3. What are Spanish 3 Honors students’ preferences in terms of
proclisis vs. enclisis in complex structures?
Davies (1995) found that modality affected the use of clitic climbing (56%
proclisis in spoken structures, 23% proclisis in written), so it was predicted that modality
would affect how participants chose proclisis compared to enclisis in the complex
structures. The results show, however, that regardless of modality, our participants
preferred enclisis. In the written AAPPL test, 75% of tokens showed enclisis, on par with
the 77% of Davies’ (1995) study. In the spoken picture-elicitation task, however, our
participants did not perform like the native speakers of Davies’ (1995) study: 83% of our
participants chose enclitic placement compared to his 56% proclisis result, though the
tasks are quite different. These results do, however, mirror the results of Thomas’ (2012)
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study, in which enclisis in the picture-elicitation task was the preference of her
participants. This may be explained not only by the similarity of her task and ours but
also because the participants of her study more closely resembled the ability level of
those of the present study (hers being bilinguals and L2 learners) than Davies’ entirely
native participant group. The acceptability-preference test is the most definitive indicator
of the students’ preference towards enclisis. When learners were asked to mark a
preference in complex structures, 70% of tokens were enclisis. Students did not have to
produce clitics but rather choose and had no pressure in terms of time constraints to force
a quick and possibly incorrect answer. They could take their time to consider their
previous knowledge and review all options because the test was written, not spoken. One
reason for these results could be interference from the L1, English, in which enclitic
placement is the only correct placement. This is not to say that the transfer from English
is the only factor. The quality of input received by participants in their instruction
undoubtedly has many instances of enclitic placement in complex structures, so students
may be internalizing enclisis based on target language input as well.
Research Question #4. How does the range of proficiency within the class align with
use and placement of clitic pronouns?
The last research question asked if, considering the independently given AAPPL
score of each participant, higher performing students demonstrated differences from
lower performing students in their use of clitic pronouns and placement of those
pronouns. It was predicted that as AAPPL scores increased, participants would use clitic
pronouns more frequently and more akin to the tendencies of native speakers in terms of
clitic climbing in complex structures. This prediction was confirmed by the results of this
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study in each task. On the AAPPL writing sample, the correct use of clitic pronouns
steadily increased from 43% for I3 participants to 49% for I4, 62% for I5, and all the way
up to 75% for A participants. The rate of proclisis in complex structures also dropped
steadily as AAPPL score improved: I3 participants used proclisis 50% of of the time, I4
participants used it 33% of the time, I4 participants used it 24% of the time, and A
participants used it 25% of the time. This indicates two things: that higher performing
students understand when enclisis is an option in Spanish, and that higher performing
students’ output is similar to the native participants in the written samples of Davies’
(1995) study. On the picture-elicitation task, it was even more evident that clitic pronoun
use increased and enclisis was favored as AAPPL scores increased. The I3 students never
used a clitic pronoun, which increased to 3% for I4 participants, 27% for I5 participants,
and 32% for A participants. Enclisis in complex structures also increased as AAPPL
scores did, from 0% for I3 participants, to 1% for I4, to 19% for I5, and to 40% for A
participants. This result was different, however, than Davies (1995) study in which native
speakers favored proclisis in the spoken modality. Finally, the acceptability-preference
task’s results provide evidence of this prediction. Although all participants performed
well, correctly identifying acceptable use of clitic pronouns, the I3 participants did so at a
lower rate (79%) than higher levels, and A participants performed the highest (100%).
While the results, when separated by AAPPL score, show that higher level participants
use clitic pronouns more and show understanding of enclisis, it’s relevant to note that the
number of participants that received a certain AAPPL score were not equal. There were
only two participants who received an A on the AAPPL test, three who received an I3,
six who received an I4, and ten who received an I5. With the highest or lowest scores
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represented by such a small number of participants, further research may be necessary to
investigate whether these trends continue if more participants are analyzed.
It is clear that the evidence gathered supported some predictions set at the
beginning of this study, mainly that intermediate L2 learners would be hesitant to use
clitic pronouns and that enclisis would be their preference as it mirrors the obligatory
enclisis in English. Some evidence was surprising and showed results contrary to what
was expected - it was predicted that participants would not use clitic pronouns as much
on the free response task, but that was the task in which they used them most. To further
support more definitive answers to the research questions, there are parts of the present
study that could have been modified or could be altered in the future to add to the
knowledge we have on clitic pronouns. Finally, future studies on the topic that would
greatly benefit the current understanding of clitic pronouns can be created based on the
merits and limitations of this study, all of which are discussed in Chapter 6.
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Chapter 6

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this study was to determine if intermediate-level L1 English
learners of Spanish preferred proclitic or enclitic placement in complex structures. It was
first necessary to investigate if these learners were using clitic pronouns when they were
appropriate. The independent variables of the study were tense, simple vs. complex
structures, and modality. With the data from three different tasks, it is possible to address
the research questions and provide answers and insight.
Participants used clitic pronouns at varying rates depending on the task, modality,
and tense. They were more likely to use clitic pronouns in the free-response AAPPL test,
which was also a written task. Results indicated that an oral picture-elicitation test with
more structure led to a decrease in the rate of clitic pronouns use. When tense was
included as a variable, participants either made more errors or avoided attempting to use
a clitic pronoun with the preterite and present progressive tenses, which were more
recently learned and therefore more unfamiliar than the present tense. Also, as the
independent scores given by the AAPPL test increased, there was an increase in clitic
pronoun use.
Participants’ use of proclisis and enclisis in complex structures also varied
depending on several factors. Overall, enclitic placement was used and preferred by all
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participants, but higher-level participants demonstrated a stronger preference for it. This
supports Thomas’ (2012) findings, in which L2 participants that were considered highly
proficient (and therefore more proficient than the participants of this study) preferred
enclisis 88% of the time in her picture-elicitation task. Davies’ (1995) study found that
native Spanish speakers preferred proclitic placement in the spoken modality. Our
participants are far from the proficiency of a native speaker or even a bilingual speaker,
and used more enclisis in the spoken modality, unlike native speakers. However, in the
written modality, our participants displayed a preference for enclisis, interestingly similar
to Davies (1995) native speaker participants in the written modality, though his were
tokens were from short stories. As stated before, the AAPPL scores of the participants
had a clear connection with clitic pronoun placement preferences - higher performing
students (as determined by AAPPL) preferred enclisis to proclisis at a higher rate, which
again is more native-like in the written modality. We do not know exactly why our
participants prefer enclisis, though the results matched our original prediction that they
would prefer it because of the influence of English syntax.
If the ultimate goal is to inform students about the tendencies of native speakers
and to teach them to produce the language more like native speakers, there are
instructional strategies and ideas that could facilitate this improvement. When optionality
in Spanish clitic placement is introduced to students in the instructional setting,
discussing with students that studies show that preference depends on modality and
modal verbs, for example, would be a way to lead into practice. More input, even in
activities that are not targeting clitic pronouns as a structure, would improve proficiency
as well. For example, when answering open-ended questions in which the answer could
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feasibly include a clitic pronoun, much like the picture-elicitation task, instructors should
feel encouraged to use clitic pronouns in context to not only demonstrate their practical
use but also increase students’ exposure to their morphosyntactic rules. When analyzing
authentic texts or audio, instructors can develop activities that ask students to observe
clitic placement based on what they read or hear and have students reflect on what they
find. Input should reflect these tendencies as well, especially if it comes from the
instructor.
If the present study were to be completed again, several things could have been
done differently to more confidently address its limitations. A larger participant group
can always ensure that the data is not so greatly impacted by one or two participants.
More specifically, an even number of participants from each of the AAPPL scores would
ensure that the data was more sound and reliable. The instructions of the pictureelicitation task could also be redesigned to more clearly indicate that the object pronouns
were the target of the study, which could have resulted in more data to analyze. For
example, a few practice prompts in the native language would have familiarized students
with the format of the task, reducing the stress caused by the unfamiliarity of the task. If
the study were conducted closer to direct instruction on clitic pronouns, there also would
be a better chance that participants would have more accurately been able to demonstrate
their understanding of clitic pronouns, their use, and their placement. This direction to
access the explicit knowledge they had of object pronouns, however, would not as
accurately represent their proficiency in the language under stress and could therefore
change the results regarding clitic placement.
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What the present study did not accomplish serves as an indication of what future
research could be done on the subject. Similar studies earlier or later on in the
participants’ course sequence could show how students improve in their use of clitic
pronouns, because although they are taught early in the course sequence, it seems that it
is not until later on when students fully understand and internalize them. Including more
variables, such as different tenses, reflexive verbs, or clitic strings later on could show
whether intermediate-level L2 learners of Spanish demonstrate the tendencies of native
speakers established by Davies (1995) study. One limitation of Davies (1995) work is
that his spoken samples were taken from conversations between people while his written
samples were taken from literature. This is also a limitation of the present study because
the AAPPL task was written and free-response while the picture-elicitation task was
spoken and much more structured. Therefore, another important study that could be
considered would be to have the tasks more closely match one another. Completing the
picture-elicitation task in both the spoken and written modalities would more accurately
show how modality affects clitic pronoun use and placement.
In conclusion, this study provides valuable insight to teachers and students in the
L2 Spanish classroom. Teachers can familiarize themselves with the tendencies of native
speakers to provide more information to their students when discussing the optionality of
the Spanish clitic system in complex structures. The study also provides insight to
teachers in regards to how quickly students are becoming proficient with clitic pronouns
and at what level they may be fully proficient with them. Clitic pronouns may not be
internalized in the lower levels as I once previously thought, and more comprehensible
input on a daily basis that models clitic pronoun use and placement could improve the
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students’ understanding. Students can self-reflect on their own use of clitic pronouns
through participation in a study like this and understand how their L1 affects the way in
which they learn and produce an L2. They will hopefully become more cognizant of the
similarities and differences in languages and become not just better Spanish learners but
also better learners as a whole.
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Northern Illinois University
Dekalb, IL
This study is being conducted by Ryan Royer, graduate student of the Department of
Foreign Languages and Literatures and Northern Illinois University under the supervision
of Dr. Karen Lichtman, Assistant Professor of Spanish at Northern Illinois University.
You are being asked to participate in this study as you are currently enrolled in Spanish 3
Honors at Glenbard West High School. Your participation is voluntary and you may
withdraw at any time.
What is the purpose of this study?
This study will analyze the speaking and writing patterns of 3 Honors students.
What will happen if I agree to take part in the research study?
You will be asked to do the following:
•
•
•

Complete a self-assessment survey on your demographics and perceived abilities
in Spanish
Allow writing samples from our classwork to be submitted to your teacher, which
will not affect your grade in the class.
Allow recorded responses to pictures you see that we would normally do in class
on you iPad to be submitted to your teacher, which will not affect your grade in
the class.

How long will the study take?
Written samples will be selected from classwork that will have normally been completed,
meaning no additional time will be asked from you. Spoken samples will be collected
during class time, lasting no longer that 30 minutes.
Is there any risk in participating in this study?
There are no anticipated risks. Your responses will not affect your grade. Your responses
will be confidential and your name will be protected in the publication of the study.
Is there any benefit in participating in this study?
You will not receive direct benefits from the study, though the results could contribute to
the theory and practice of second language acquisition.
How will my information be protected?
All information collected is confidential and will only be disclosed with your permission
or as required by law. Only the principal investigators will have access to the data. Your
recordings will be used for research and educational purposes only, and your identity will
be protected.
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What are my rights if I participate?
You can elect or refuse to participate in the study. You may also withdraw at any time
with not penalty or worry of repercussions. You may refuse to answer any question at any
time while still continuing in the study.
Who can I contact if I have questions?
Ryan Royer
ryan_royer@glenbard.org
(630) 942-7530

or

Dr. Karen Lichtman
klichtman@niu.edu
(815) 753-6443

Northern Illinois Office of Research Compliance, Integrity & Safety:
If you have questions about your rights while taking part in this study, or if you have
concerns or suggestions and you want to talk to someone other than the researchers about
the study, please call the Office of Research Compliance, Integrity & Safety at (815) 7538588 or write to:
Northern Illinois Office of Research Compliance, Integrity & Safety
301 Lowden Hall
Northern Illinois University
DeKalb, IL 60115
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records.
I agree to participate in the research project conducted by Ryan Royer, a graduate student
at Northern Illinois University. I understand that my consent to participate in this project
does not constitute a waiver of any legal rights or redress I might have as a result of my
participation, and I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this consent form.
____________________________________________________
Printed name of participant
____________________________________________________
Signature of participant

___________
Date

____________________________________________________
Signature of parent/guardian

___________
Date
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I consent for the researcher to collect audio recordings during my participation in this
study. I understand that these recordings will be used for research purposes only.
____________________________________________________
Signature of participant

___________
Date

____________________________________________________
Signature of parent/guardian

___________
Date

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------____________________________________________________
Printed name of researcher

___________

____________________________________________________
Signature of researcher

___________
Date
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Picture-Elicitation Task Prompts
1.
2.
3.
4.

A Raúl no le gusta cuando la puerta está abierta. ¿Qué hace con la puerta?
María no entendió sus apuntes en clase ayer. ¿Qué hizo con los apuntes anoche?
A Sofía y Rafa les gustó este coche. ¿Qué quisieron hacer ayer con el coche?
Tu cuarto está muy sucio, y tu padre quiere ayudar. ¿Qué está haciendo tu padre
con tu cuarto?
5. A Natalia no le gusta comer el almuerzo sola. ¿Dónde tiene que comer su
almuerzo?
6. Paula necesita hablar con su hermano. ¿Qué está haciendo con él?
7. Paco necesitó terminar su tarea ayer. ¿Qué hizo con su tarea ayer?
8. Eva no decía la verdad antes pero... ¿qué está haciendo ahora?
9. Julio tiene un secreto. ¿Qué hace Julio con el secreto?
10. Mi madre tiene un libro nuevo. ¿Qué puede hacer mi madre?
11. Ayer, Juan tenía calor. ¿Qué quiso hacer con la ventana?
12. Anoche, yo no pude dormir con la luz encendida. ¿Qué hice yo con la luz?
13. Victoria tiene una canción nueva de su artista favorita. ¿Qué hace con la canción?
14. Raúl tenía mucha basura en su casa la semana pasada. ¿Qué tuvo que hacer con la
basura?
15. Hay una película nueva en el cine que le gusta a Juan. ¿Qué puede hacer Juan con
la película?
16. Los estudiantes hicieron errores. ¿Qué hicieron con los errores para recuperar los
puntos?
17. Mario tiene una caja. ¿Qué puede hacer Mario con la caja?
18. Benito recibió la cuenta en el restaurante. ¿Qué tuvo que hacer Benito con la
cuenta?
19. Maribel no puede encontrar a sus amigos. ¿Qué está haciendo ella?
20. Laura tiene hambre. ¿Qué hace con el sándwich?
21. Marco recibió una carta. ¿Qué está haciendo con la carta?
22. Ana tiene una carpeta desorganizada. ¿Qué tiene que hacer con la carpeta?
23. Ayer, el niño tenía sed. ¿Qué pudo hacer con la botella de agua?
24. Pepe tenía un plato. ¿Qué hizo con el plato?
25. José hace pan. ¿Dónde pone el pan?
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ACCEPTABILITY-PREFERENCE TEST
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Acceptability-Preference Task
Read each statement. Afterwards, read the sentences that could possibly follow the first
statement. Decide if statement A, B and/or statement C is grammatically correct. Then,
write the letter (A, B, or C) that best reflects how you would choose to say it in that
situation.
1. Hoy, Julio compra un libro.
A) Ahora, lo lee.

B) Ahora, lee lo.

☐ A is acceptable.
☐ A is not acceptable.

☐ B is acceptable.
☐ B is not acceptable.

If more than one is acceptable, how would you say it?
I would say ______
________________________________________________________________________
2. Después de almorzar, Clara quiere comer su galleta.
A) Ahora, puede comerla. B) Ahora, la puede comer. C) Ahora, puede la
comer.
☐ A is acceptable.
☐ A is not acceptable.

☐ B is acceptable.
☐ B is not acceptable.

☐ C is acceptable.
☐ C is not acceptable.

If more than one is acceptable, how would you say it?
I would say ______
________________________________________________________________________
3. Ayer, Lola escribió una carta.
A) Hoy, la tuvo que enviar. B) Hoy, tuvo que la enviar. C) Hoy, tuvo que enviarla.
☐ A is acceptable.
☐ A is not acceptable.

☐ B is acceptable.
☐ B is not acceptable.

If more than one is acceptable, how would you say it?
I would say ______

☐ C is acceptable.
☐ C is not acceptable.
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4. Hoy, Lola compra un suéter.
A) Esta noche, lo lleva.

B) Esta noche, lleva lo.

☐ A is acceptable.
☐ A is not acceptable.

☐ B is acceptable.
☐ B is not acceptable.

If more than one is acceptable, how would you say it?
I would say ______
________________________________________________________________________
5. Anoche, Enrique estudió para un examen.
A) Ahora, está lo tomando. B) Ahora, está tomándolo. C) Ahora, lo está tomando.
☐ A is acceptable.
☐ A is not acceptable.

☐ B is acceptable.
☐ B is not acceptable.

☐ C is acceptable.
☐ C is not acceptable.

If more than one is acceptable, how would you say it?
I would say ______
________________________________________________________________________
6. Abigail recibió la cuenta después de comer en el restaurante.
A) En fin, la pagó.

B) En fin, pagó la.

☐ A is acceptable.
☐ A is not acceptable.

☐ B is acceptable.
☐ B is not acceptable.

If more than one is acceptable, how would you say it?
I would say ______
________________________________________________________________________
7. El año pasado, Luca fue a Roma para ver el Coliseo.
A) Al llegar, no pudo lo ver. B) Al llegar, no pudo verlo. C) Al llegar, no lo pudo
ver.
☐ A is acceptable.
☐ A is not acceptable.

☐ B is acceptable.
☐ B is not acceptable.

If more than one is acceptable, how would you say it?
I would say ______

☐ C is acceptable.
☐ C is not acceptable.
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8. Me gusta mi televisión donde está.
A) No la quiero mover.

B) No quiero la mover.

C) No quiero moverla.

☐ A is acceptable.
☐ A is not acceptable.

☐ B is acceptable.
☐ B is not acceptable.

☐ C is acceptable.
☐ C is not acceptable.

If more than one is acceptable, how would you say it?
I would say ______
________________________________________________________________________
9. Mi abuela hizo mi sopa favorita cuando visité la semana pasada.
A) Pero anoche, no la hizo. B) Pero anoche, no hizo la.
☐ A is acceptable.
☐ A is not acceptable.

☐ B is acceptable.
☐ B is not acceptable.

If more than one is acceptable, how would you say it?
I would say ______
________________________________________________________________________
10. En octubre, Elisa supo un secreto enorme pero no quiso hablar con nosotros.
A) Ahora, está diciéndolo. B) Ahora, está lo diciendo. C) Ahora, lo está diciendo.
☐ A is acceptable.
☐ A is not acceptable.

☐ B is acceptable.
☐ B is not acceptable.

If more than one is acceptable, how would you say it?
I would say ______

☐ C is acceptable.
☐ C is not acceptable.
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APPENDIX D

DEBRIEFING SCRIPT
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Debriefing Script
Thank you for your participation in the tasks for this study. The information
gathered will hopefully inform both teachers and students on the use of direct and indirect
object pronouns. You were asked to submit a free response writing sample which may or
may not have used this pronouns, complete an oral task in which you were given
situations where responding using these pronouns was logical, and then fill out a survey
that asked whether or not sentences with the pronouns were correct and then asked your
preference on placement. You were not made aware of the purpose to ensure your
responses were genuine.
There are, at times, options on where you can place the pronouns in Spanish. If
you wanted to say, for example, “I have it” where “it” refers to “the book,” there is only
one option – the pronoun must go before the verb, as in, “lo tengo.” At other times, when
an infinitive is involved, you have the option to put it in front of the conjugated verb or
attach it to the infinitive. For example, “I want to buy it,” where “it” refers to “the book”
can have two correct possibilities: “Lo quiero comprar” or “quiero comprarlo.” I intend to
study when students are using these pronouns and where they place them (before the
conjugated verb or attached to the infinitive, as in the previous example) and if the tense
that is being used affects that. The tasks presented both present and preterite tense verbs
to accomplish this.
We are interested to see if students at the 3 Honors level are using object
pronouns and, if so, how they are using them. The use of pronouns can vary by student
and we expect to have different results depending on the tense of the verb as well as
between spoken and written responses. This is important to both students and teachers as
their use is important in the target language and can lead to better fluency and
competency. If you would like to know more or hear the results of the study, please let
me know!

